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children and the progress of souls after death, by
means of their calendars and the stars. They also
made prophecies and practised divination by means of
omens obtained from the flights of birds, the appear-
ance of seeds and fruits, birds' feathers, bones and in-
numerable other objects.
Although they had developed a rather complete
and remarkable form of pictographic written lan-
guage, yet, if judged solely by their spoken language,
the Aztecs would be regarded as low in their civiliza-
tion. Their dialects were of the incorporative type,
so common among the American aborigines, in which
several related words are joined to form one long
word* By merging the various words, or portions of
them, and by slightly altering their forms and then
joining them, the races produced single words of most
inordinate length and involved meanings. This led
to almost impossible sounds and still more impossible
pronunciations. For example, the simple expression
"nine years" was qjiiucnauhccihuitl, as nearly as it
can be written in letters of our alphabet. Faced with
such words, it is a wonder that the Spaniards ever
made any headway in the language, and, as Spence
remarks: "The greatest glory of the Spanish priests
was that they learned the language in the interests
of the Christian faith."
In their social organization the Aztecs were pecu-
liar. The government was an absolute monarchy in
many ways and held sway over practically all of the
modern states of Mexico, Vera Cruz and Guerrero.
But within the empire were many city-states and
small republics with local rulers who were practically
independent.